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Why use nutrition content to help students master skills in math, language arts, science, 
health, history and social sciences? Perhaps the most compelling reason is that eating well 
can make a positive difference in a student’s ability to achieve in school, and effective 
nutrition education can help improve students’ eating habits.  Other reasons for integrating 
nutrition education with core curriculum include: 
 
• Undernutrition during any period of childhood can negatively impact children’s behavior, 

school performance, and overall cognitive development. Effective nutrition education 
provides students and their families with information on gaining access to adequate food 
sources. Thus, in tandem with school meal programs, nutrition education can help 
maximize the learning potential of students. 

 
• The health status of American children is declining as obesity rises to epidemic 

proportions. School-based nutrition education can play a key role in reversing this trend 
by helping students and their families learn to choose foods wisely and stay physically 
active. 

 
• We all have to eat, and eating can be an enjoyable experience. Many students, at earlier 

ages than ever, are responsible for obtaining and/or preparing their own meals and 
snacks. Using nutrition as a medium to teach a variety of subjects capitalizes on this 
inherent interest in and need for food while promoting skills students can apply now and 
in the future.  

 
• Learning activities involving food engage more of the senses and thus capture the 

attention of a greater variety of students than do simpler activities using just textbooks 
or pencil and paper. Nutrition education activities can be fun for both students and 
teachers. 

 
Nutrition Competencies 
 
The Nutrition Competencies for California’s Children Pre-Kindergarten through Grade 12 
provide a guide to school districts and agencies in promoting effective, sequential, and 
comprehensive nutrition education. The California Department of Education’s Nutrition 
Services Division, Education and Training Unit developed the competencies in response to a 
statewide nutrition education needs assessment conducted in 1998. Teachers, curriculum 
specialists, child nutrition program and food service professionals, and nutrition education 
specialists throughout the state contributed.  
 
The complete draft document is available at: www.cde.ca.gov/nsd/nets/ne_index.htm.  It 
contains “Nutrition Links” - learning activities and assessment tools that give ideas of how the 
nutrition competencies can be met while students master core subjects such as math and 
language arts. The nutrition links are grouped by competencies and by grade groupings.  While 
not a comprehensive collection of learning activities, these links do provide some examples 
of how nutrition lessons can help students master skills related to core subject content 
standards. Use these links as a springboard for developing nutrition activities that connect 
with other academic subjects. 

Nutrition Education 
   Competencies for Students 
   Nutrition Basics for Educators 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/nsd/nets/ne_index.htm


California Department of Education 
Nutrition Services Division 
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It is important to keep in mind that the links are only suggestions, and that the quality or 
effectiveness of nutrition education is at least as important as the quantity or frequency of 
nutrition-related activities in the classroom. According to literature reviews by Lytle (8) and 
Contento (9), successful eating behavior change programs for children exhibit six basic 
elements. 
 
• Programs are behaviorally based and theory-driven. 
• Programs for elementary school children incorporate family involvement. 
• Programs for secondary school students include self-assessment of eating patterns. 
• Programs include intervention in the school environment. 
• Programs include intervention in the larger community. 
• Programs with more instruction or intervention time have a greater impact. 
 
The matrix on the next page outlines the nutrition competencies expected of students enrolled 
in pre-kindergarten through grade twelve. They cover ten areas critical to effective, 
comprehensive nutrition education, and reflect current knowledge of nutrition science and how 
eating habits affect health. 
 
The competencies were developed to apply the nutrition concepts and unifying ideas of 
health literacy within the Health Framework for California Public Schools, specifically: 
 
• Acceptance of personal responsibility for lifelong health 
• Respect for and promotion of the health of others 
• An understanding of the process of growth and development 
• Informed use of heath-related information, products and services 
 
Note that the first four competencies incorporate the use of the Food Guide Pyramid, 
Dietary Guidelines for Americans - 2000, Nutrition Facts (food label), and Children’s Activity 
Pyramid. These guidelines and tools are included in this section and form the foundation for 
current nutrition knowledge and practice and for the learning activities at all grade levels. 
Following these is an excerpt from the USDA’s Team Nutrition’s Teacher Handbook: Tips, 
Tools and Jewels for Busy Educators (1997). It provides basic background information for 
teaching nutrition education. The complete handbook is available through USDA’s website at 
www.fns.usda.gov/tn. 
 
The level at which students are expected to achieve each of the ten competencies is indicated 
for each grade group on the matrix using four Instructional Content Levels: 
 

I = Introduce (introductory activities) 
D = Develop (develop concepts previously introduced) 
M = Mastery (full comprehension) 
A = Application (ability to apply the knowledge as a life skill) 

 
Most competency areas are introduced at the pre-kindergarten and kindergarten level, and 
all are introduced by the early elementary grades. Through learning activities that develop 
concepts further and encourage mastery, students in middle and high schools are expected 
to be able to apply what they have learned as a life skill. To varying degrees, application 
may be achieved at nearly all grade levels, since a goal of nutrition education is to empower 
students to make informed food choices that promote health. 
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NUTRITION COMPETENCIES FOR CALIFORNIA STUDENTS  
Pre-Kindergarten through Grade 12 

 
Instructional Content Level  

by Grade Group1 
NUTRITION COMPETENCIES 

PreK 
& K 

Grade 
1-3 

Grade
4-5 

Grade
6-8 

Grade
9-12 

1. Know and apply the Food Guide Pyramid, 2000 Dietary 
Guidelines for Americans, recommended daily number of 
servings, serving sizes, and nutrient types and functions. 

 

I I-D D-M D-M-A D-M-A 

2. Understand and practice making healthy food choices 
including planning and preparing snacks and meals, 
assessing personal needs, and applying strategies to reach 
personal nutrition goals. 

I D D-M-A D-M-A D-M-A 

3. Evaluate the short and long term health benefits and risks 
of food choices and eating behaviors using the Food Guide 
Pyramid, Dietary Guidelines for Americans, and Nutrition 
Facts labels. 

I I-D D-M M-A A 

4. Demonstrate food handling and personal hygiene to 
prevent foodborne illness. Handling includes growing, 
processing, preserving, transporting, storing, preparing, 
and serving. 

I D-M D-M M-A M-A 

5. Identify and explore factors influencing food intake 
including family, friends, culture, marketing, emotions, 
sensory stimuli, and food availability. 

 

I I D-M D-M-A M-A 

6. Describe the influence of local, national, and global factors 
on the quantity and quality of food, including agricultural 
science, ecology, technology, food safety (see #4), politics, 
government regulations, and economics.  

 I D-M D-M-A M-A 

7. Explain how nutritional needs vary throughout the life 
cycle.  

 

I I-D D-M D-M-A D-M-A 

8. Explore factors that contribute to achieving and 
maintaining a healthy body and positive body image such 
as physical activity, food choices, genetics, and self-
esteem.  

I I-D D-M D-M-A D-M-A 

9. Identify and know how to access scientifically valid 
nutrition information and nutrition services. 

 

 I-D D-M D-M-A D-M-A 

10. Explore the variety of food-related careers. 

 
I I-D D-M D-M-A D-M-A 

                                       
1 Instructional Content Levels: 
I  = Introduce (Introductory activities) 
D = Develop (Develop concepts previously introduced) 

M = Mastery (Full comprehension) 
A = Application (Ability to apply the knowledge as a life skill) 
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